THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
returned now that operations were again in progress, for
the army had been ragged or starving before, but never
so encumbered. The signs of a coming disintegration
may thus have been apparent in the stream that wended
through the southern barrier and beat due south in the
direction of Kaluga, which march indicated the -western
route instead of the more direct northern way by "which
they had entered.
There was good reason for such a change. If executed
in time it would leave the French a clear drive round
KutusofPs flank, and between the lines of union he
was near effecting with another Russian force from the
westward. Ney was again deputed to play for time and
cover these moves from the enemy, and during the first
few days of the retirement he interposed as a screen
for the main columns while holding off the Cossack
raiders.
But meanwhile Kutusoff had fathomed the French plan
for marching, by the western way, to Kaluga, and
promptly swung out a parallel line to cover their
objective. There "was a sharp but indecisive engagement,
which left Napoleon with no choice, now that his scheme
had failed, but to fall back on the northern road for
Smolensk. He was obeying necessity.
Ney received orders to follow, and set out in the dark
hours of October 23rd. Head-quarters "were at Borovsk,
where he arrived three days later after a dismal struggle
through the wilds. For the surrounding country was
roadless and reduced to a quagmire by heavy rains, the
weather had been raw cold, while the Cossack sting was
never absent from flank or rear.
From Borovsk, Ney continued his retreat with the
main army. And now was a melancholy period, of savage,
silent inarching on the part of the men -while a cynical
disregard shielded the authority of their commanders,
one and all reacting to the consciousness of the last throw
having been lost and of a star that had dimmed on the
flanking march to Kaluga.